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On Aug. 6, Hugo Banzer Suarez was inaugurated as Bolivia's new president, completing his
transition from military dictator to democratically elected head of state. Among the challenges the
71-year-old president will face are lifting Bolivia from its place as one of the continent's poorest
countries and meeting US demands in eradicating coca production. Meanwhile, former president
Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada leaves office "satisfied with his accomplishments, but concerned about
the future."
Banzer headed the military junta that ruled Bolivia from 1971-1978, when he was overthrown in
another coup. During his regime, human rights violations were widespread, and Bolivia became
a major player in satisfying the growing international appetite for cocaine. Banzer said he was not
a dictator but led an authoritarian regime. "If I were a dictator, I would not be where I am now. I
would be in prison, just like the others," he said, referring to former dictator Gen. Luis Garcia Meza,
who is currently serving a 30-year jail term (see NotiSur, 04/30/93 and 03/17/95).
Critics, however, say it is hard to ignore the 14,750 people arrested, the 19,140 exiled, and the nearly
200 dead and disappeared while Banzer was in power. "It doesn't matter how they try to portray
him now," said Waldo Albarracin Sanchez, president of Bolivia's Permanent Assembly for Human
Rights. "He was a dictator and he did things that dictators do."
Nevertheless, since Bolivia returned to democracy in 1982, Banzer has worked within the democratic
process to win election to the presidency (see NotiSur, 12/11/91 and 06/06/97). In the early 1980s,
Banzer founded the Accion Democratica Nacionalista (ADN) and came close to winning the
presidency in 1985 and 1989. He held on to his victory this time around by successfully forming a
broad coalition that controls more than 75% of the seats in Congress.
In addition to his ADN, it includes the Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionario (MIR),
Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA), and Unidad Civica Solidaridad (UCS). In the June 1 election,
Banzer took 22% of the vote. Under Bolivia's Constitution, if no candidate wins an absolute majority,
Congress chooses the president from between the two top vote-getters. As expected, on Aug. 5, 115
members in the 157-seat Congress voted for Banzer and his running mate, Jorge Quiroga, to head
the government until 2002. Banzer received the support of nine parties, including some legislators
who were persecuted under his dictatorship.

Banzer pledges to improve conditions of poor majority
Banzer promised during his campaign to fight poverty, improve health and education for the
majority Indian population, and put a "human face" on the free-market reforms started by Sanchez
de Lozada. In his inaugural address, Banzer said that he will work to eliminate illiteracy and poverty,
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promote the country's economic development, and reconcile with past enemies. "I will head a
government that will bury hatreds and be at the service of all Bolivians, including those opposed
to my administration," Banzer said. "My administration will work toward creating a society with
greater social justice. We will combat the serious poverty that continues to afflict many of our
people."
One of Banzer's first steps as president will be to sign an "anti-poverty" decree, which the
administration will implement in the first three years. The decree will authorize investment of
US$900 million in social and productive sectors through mechanisms such as microcredits, food
programs, and health care, including special benefits for children, women, and the elderly. These
measures are urgently needed in a country with only one doctor per 1,530 people, an infant mortality
rate running at 126 per 1,000 live births, and where only 53% of the population has clean drinking
water. Quiroga, 36, who served as finance minister in the previous government, is expected to play
a major role in the new government. He is also emphasizing the administration's commitment to a
social agenda.
Quiroga acknowledged that Bolivia faces serious social problems, pointing out that 50% of Bolivians
lack basic health care, two-thirds of the people have not finished primary school, and 95% of the
rural population and 50% of the urban lives below the poverty line. In addition, said Quiroga, 85% of
workers eke out a living in the informal sector. Quiroga criticized the privatization model of Sanchez
de Lozada, which converted the six principal state enterprises into mixed businesses controlled by
private investors. "Through the privatizations, very little money came to the government and, in
many cases, private monopolies were the result," Quiroga said.

Sanchez de Lozada leaves office with mixed record
As his term ended, Sanchez de Lozada said he was willing to help the incoming administration
make some adjustments and changes to the economic reforms already in place. "The reforms
provide a firm foundation, but need good management to bear fruit," said Sanchez de Lozada, who
admitted that the measures will need improvements and adjustments in the long run. "Gen. Banzer
will have the satisfaction of seeing the country experience economic growth during his mandate, but
what's important is the positive effect for Bolivia."
Sanchez de Lozada said the introduction of the "Bonosol," a special pension fund set up for workers
and financed with earnings from privatizations, was his major accomplishment (see NotiSur,
11/03/94, 12/01/94, 04/18/96). "But if Bolivia's reputation is stigmatized and aid from multilateral
sources is cut, the damage could be very severe," he warned, referring to Banzer's alliance with
former president Jaime Paz Zamora (1989-1993) of the MIR, who is accused by the US government of
having links to drug traffickers. Coca leaf has been raised for centuries by Andean Indians, and its
limited use in leaf form is controlled and legal in Bolivia. The country has become the world's third
largest supplier of coca leaf for the manufacture of cocaine, however, and in recent years has become
a major source of chemicals used for cocaine production both domestically and in Brazil.

US expresses cautious support for new government
Banzer has promised to drastically reduce drug trafficking during the five years of his
administration, a vow which at least initially has won him Washington's backing. While the US
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promised full cooperation with the Banzer administration, it conditioned economic assistance on
meeting US anti-drug objectives. One of those objectives is to complete eradication of 7,000 hectares
of coca fields before the end of the year. To date, only 3,000 ha have been destroyed by the police or
voluntarily given up by coca growers.
Banzer's pledge to eliminate all illegal coca fields within five years has already encountered strong
opposition from the organized coca growers. The government estimates the amount of illegal coca
production at about 50,000 ha. Outgoing US Ambassador to Bolivia Curtis Kamman warned Bolivia
of the serious consequences of failing to meet the target. And the Clinton administration has also
made it clear that if any one of about a dozen politicians with "known" drug ties is appointed to
Banzer's government, Washington will cut off most of the US$114 million in annual aid.
Furthermore, if suspected drug traffickers are given positions of influence, especially in the
anti-drug agencies, Washington will withdraw Bolivia's certification, bringing more severe
sanctions. One of those on the US unwanted list is Paz Zamora. The former president was elected
as a reformer, but according to the US, he has extensive ties to drug traffickers. The Clinton
administration revoked his US visa last year. "Jaime Paz is a real red flag for us," said a US official
who is monitoring the Bolivian situation. Analysts say Banzer's promise to step up coca eradication
was the price for including Paz Zamora's MIR in the governing coalition.
Another potential problem for Banzer on the drug front is Evo Morales, leader of Bolivia's coca
growers, who was elected to the lower house of Congress as a representative for Cochabamba
province. Morales said he will work for "the legal defense of coca, national sovereignty, and the fight
against neoliberalism." Sanchez de Lozada's term was marked by frequent clashes between coca
growers and police and military in the Chapare region as the government attempted to meet US
eradication goals. This year, clashes between government anti-narcotics forces and coca growers in
the Chapare have already taken six lives.
lthough Banzer promised to "eradicate the drug problem" within five years, many US officials
view the ex-dictator with suspicion, and given Banzer's history, doubt that he will move as quickly
against traffickers as he claims. "This whole thing has put the State Department in a very precarious
position," a senior US law enforcement official said. "It makes us very nervous....It could give drug
traffickers a huge advantage." [Sources: The Miami Herald, 08/02/97; United Press International,
07/31/97, 08/04/97; Agence France-Presse, The Washington Post, 08/04/97; Los Tiempos (Bolivia),
07/28/97, 08/05/97; Reuter, 07/31/97, 08/05/97; Inter Press Service, 08/05/97; Spanish news service
EFE, 08/03/97, 08/05/97, 08/06/97; Associated Press, 08/05/97, 08/06/97; Notimex, 08/06/97; Clarin
(Argentina), 08/04/97, 08/06/97, 08/08/97]
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